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Introduction
When I first began to assemble the repertoire for this recital, I had no intention of
choosing pieces to fit a specific theme or idea. As I began to delve into the poetry of the
pieces I chose, however, I noticed recurring themes. Each set in my recital examines
themes of love, death, and nature, as well as how these themes interact with each other.
Themes are explored from different perspectives including romantic, familial, and
cultural love; the inevitability of death; and the effect of nature on each. While each
individual song may not possess all of these themes, when they are assembled into sets,
the sets’ unifying themes become clearer.
The first set in my recital features three songs by Vincenzo Bellini (1801-1835).
The first, “La farfalletta,” tells the story of how a lively butterfly reminds the narrator of
her beloved. “Il fervido desiderio,” the second song, delves into the longing the narrator
feels due to being separated from her love. “Dolente immagine di Fille mia,” the closing
song of this set, examines grief after a loved one is lost. The narrator is haunted by the
ghost of her love, and she promises the specter that the love they share will burn forever.
Across this set, an overarching tale of love and loss emerges. It recounts a love that
progresses through youth, trials as love matures, and ends with grief at the death of a
loved one, all while calling on imagery from nature to help tell the story.
The second set in my recital is Zigeunermelodien, a song cycle based on Romani
culture composed by Antonín Dvořák (1841-1904).“Reingestimmt die Saiten!” centers
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around a festival of dancing and storytelling, while “In dem weiten, breiten, luft’gen
Leinenkleide” focuses on how the clothes of Romani people help them move freely in
their nomadic lifestyle. Both songs showcase love and admiration for Romani culture. In
addition to cultural love, familial love also plays a major role in the song cycle. This is
showcased in the cycle’s most famous song, “Als die alte Mutter.” In this song, the
narrator sings about songs that her mother taught her and how she teaches the songs to
her own children now that her mother is gone. By doing this, the love she has for her
mother lives on in the legacy that is passed down to the next generation. The next song,
“Ei! Ei, wie mein Triangel wunderherrlich läutet!” focuses on death, describing that when
it comes, there will be no more singing and dancing. With the celebratory and dance-like
nature of the music that sets the text, however, the overall sentiment of the song is not
sad. Because death is inevitable, life should be enjoyed while it lasts. In addition to love
and death, Zigeunermelodien deals with themes of nature by portraying the Romani’s
nomadic lifestyle. “Mein lied ertönt” discusses how the narrator’s song resounds
throughout nature as she travels, “Rings ist der Wald so stumm und still” focuses on a
pained narrator singing of her despair in a still forest, and “Darf des Falken Schwinge
Tatrahoh'n umrauschen” focuses on how nature itself is what gives the Romani people
their freedom. Throughout the song cycle, the themes of love, death, and nature are
explored through the lens of Romani culture.
The French set in my recital features three songs by Camille Saint-Saëns (18351921). The first of these is the aria “Mon cœur s'ouvre à ta voix” from the opera Samson
et Dalila. The aria is sung by Delilah and is filled with themes of sexual and romantic
love. She sings about her love for Samson and how she wants him to respond to her
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tenderness and fill her with ecstasy. Delilah calls on imagery from nature to aid in her
seduction and proclamation of love. The other two songs in the set are Saint-Saëns’s art
songs entitled “Danse Macabre” and “L'Attente.” “Danse Macabre” is a narrative that
highlights how death is the great equalizer. Regardless of whether people are royalty or
impoverished in life, everyone is on equal footing when they die. The song also explores
the theme of sexual love as it describes the spirits of a peasant and noble girl in the throes
of passion. “L'Attente” explores themes of love and nature. In the text, the narrator wills
nature to go in search of her beloved, asking the animals and landscape to search and to
bring news if her love is returning. The songs in this set deal with complex forms of love
that come from lust and yearning against a backdrop of nature and death.
The final set in my recital highlights the music of two American composers,
Aaron Copland (1900-1990) and Jake Heggie (b. 1961). The Copland section will consist
of one song from Twelve Poems of Emily Dickinson, “Why do they shut me out of
heaven?” The song deals with a narrator who died and was denied access to heaven. By
comparing her voice to that of a timid bird, she invokes imagery from nature to try to
persuade heaven to let her in. In his song cycle, Of Gods and Cats, Jake Heggie delves
into themes of love while warping audiences’ perceptions of nature. The first song in the
cycle, “In the Beginning,” describes what the world would be like if God was a cat. The
cat fills nature and its surroundings with things it loves, such as milk and paper bags. The
second song in the cycle, “Once Upon A Universe,” imagines what the world would be
like if God was a child who was often scolded by his mother. The song deals with the
love of creation and creativity as well as the love of a mother for her son.
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Although I did not intend to have a theme when I began the recital process, as I
researched for this paper, I began to recognize how important the themes of love, death,
and nature were, not only to the songs in my recital program, but also to everyday life.
During these years of a global pandemic, natural disasters, and geopolitical conflict, I
have developed a newfound appreciation for the gift that is simply a good, peaceful day
in nature. While living through unprecedented times, I have been reminded of my own
mortality. Death is an inevitability that lies at the end of everyone’s road. Because of this,
I want to spend the time that I have with the great loves of my life: family, nature, and
music.

Chapter One
Vincenzo Bellini
This chapter discusses songs by Vincenzo Bellini in my recital. I begin with
biographical information about Bellini and will also describe his musical style. This
section will conclude with a description of how public opinion of Bellini’s music has
evolved over time. The following section will delve into the history of “La farfalletta,”
and the processes that I went through to prepare the song. After that, I will discuss “Il
fervido desiderio.” I will describe what is known about its history and provide my
musical analysis and interpretation of the text. The chapter will conclude with a
discussion of “Dolente immagine di Fille mia” and my musical analysis and
interpretation of the character’s journey through grief. Throughout the chapter, I will
explain how these three songs relate to the themes of love, death, and nature.
Bellini’s Early Life, Compositional Style, and Reception
Vincenzo Bellini was born in the Italian town of Catania on November 3, 1801.
At that time, the town had no school of music, no public theatres to host operas, and
large-scale religious productions were reserved for the private theatres of the wealthy. In
fact, the first public opera house was not opened in Catania until 1821 (Weinstock 1971,
5). Despite this, Bellini was surrounded by music from a young age. He was born into a
musical family, and his father, Rosario Bellini, was his first music teacher. Much about
Bellini’s early childhood is murky due to the fact it is hard to separate truth from legend.
5
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It is known that he was drawn to music at a young age and was a capable pianist by the
age of five (Weinstock 1971,7). In 1816, Bellini moved in with his grandfather and
continued his musical education. By the time Bellini was seventeen, his compositional
talents outgrew what his grandfather could teach him, and Bellini left Catania to study
music in Naples at the Collegio di Musica di San Sebastiano (Weinstock 1971, 11-15).
Studying at the Collegio di Musica di San Sebastiano greatly impacted Bellini as
a composer. There, he studied singing with the sopranist Girolamo Crescentini, who was
anti-Rossinian and one of the best practitioners of bel canto during his time (Weinstock
1971, 16). Bel canto translates to “beautiful singing” and is a style characterized by a
maintained legato line throughout the entirety of an unbroken range (Lani 2003, 3). This
form of singing lent itself well to the style of composition for which Bellini became
known. Bellini thrived in the Collegio di Musica di San Sebastiano and began to advance
in skill fairly quickly. A year after his enrollment, Bellini won a scholarship that granted
him free tuition and entry into harmony and counterpoint classes (Weinstock 1971, 17).
In 1825 while still a student , Bellini composed his first opera, Adelson e Salvini
(Weinstock 1971, 22). The opera was a success, and after achieving further success with
a second opera, Bellini left Naples to pursue greater ambitions (Weinstock 1971, 23).
Some of the most notable aspects of Bellini’s compositional style can be found in
his melodies. Unlike the florid, ornamented melodies that are associated with Gioachino
Rossini, Bellini’s were simpler and had a smoother, more dramatic line. These simple
vocal lines showed “an admirable concern [for] the needs of drama over and above those
of mere vocal athleticism” (Esse 2009, 7). Because of this, Bellini quickly became known
for his talent with melody. Germans, who traditionally were not fond of Rossini, favored
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the works of Bellini. Even Richard Wagner greatly admired Bellini’s work and
recommended his music as a model for German composers (Rothstein 2012, 226). Many
critics praised Bellini for his ability to speak “to the heart rather than speaking only to the
senses,” unlike Rossini’s embellished music (Esse 2009, 7). With his talent for melody,
Bellini’s operas earned international acclaim and became his most well-known genre.
During the ten short years in which Bellini composed opera, he produced ten successful
operas (Smart 2000, 28).
The reception of Bellini and his works evolved over the course of the nineteenth
century. Upon his premieres, the international community viewed Bellini incredibly
favorably. As the century progressed, however, this perception began to change. Critics
became less impressed with Bellini’s work, and even his aging countryman, Giuseppe
Verdi, considered Bellini’s harmonies and orchestration lackluster while still
acknowledging the quality of the latter’s melodies (Rothstein 2012, 226). When a vocal
score of his opera I Puritani was published in England, the editor prefaced the work with
a statement that warned “the unsuspecting consumer that the opera revealed ‘a want of
solid musicianship’” (Rothstein 2012, 227).
Interest in Bellini’s music did not revive until Mussolini’s fascist regime in the
early twentieth century. The regime encouraged research on Italian opera, so new
scholarship on Bellini began to be pursued, leading to the publication of a study of
Bellini, a volume of his correspondences, and a facsimile of his Norma manuscript
(Rothstein 2012, 227). Despite new scholarship, however, debate still occurred over the
merit of Bellini’s work (Einstein 1935, 325). After World War II, the famous soprano,
Maria Callas, performed the female leads in several of Bellini’s operas. After the success
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of her performances, interest in Bellini began to grow. As the century progressed, more
research about Bellini was conducted and more people began to appreciate his
compositions again (Rothstein 2012, 228).
“La farfalletta”
The origin of “La farfalletta” is hazy and the reliability of Bellini’s chronicler,
Agostino Gallo, is dubious at best. Bellini met Gallo in 1832, and Gallo claims that he
found the history of “La farfalletta” in a manuscript given to him by Bellini’s heirs.
According to Gallo, “La farfalletta” was written for Marietta Politi, who was a music
student of Bellini’s father, Rosario (Weinstock 1971, 9). Rosario would take his son to
perform for the Politi family in order to inspire them in their musical studies. Vincenzo
and Marietta became close and eventually developed a puppet show with music to
perform for their families. Marietta would sing, Vincenzo would play, and Marietta’s
brother would operate the dolls. According to Gallo, twelve-year-old Vincenzo Bellini
wrote “La farfalletta” for Marietta to sing in this puppet theatre (Weinstock 1971, 10). It
is also speculated that young Bellini had romantic feelings for Marietta. This being said,
this account is likely not accurate due to the fact that Marietta was a young girl and “La
farfalletta” is composed for a mezzo-soprano voice (Weinstock 1971, 10).
“La farfalletta” represents a young and innocent form of love. In the song, the
narrator encounters a butterfly and wishes to capture the creature. The narrator promises
that she will not harm it and will give the butterfly a home where it can live free from
danger. She describes the butterfly as golden and the most beautiful among its kind.
Because of this, she compares its beauty to her love, who is also the most beautiful of his
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kind. She tells the butterfly that it will be a dear gift for the boy she loves, and he will
also love and protect the creature.
Historically, I have preferred pieces that have more somber or serious themes.
This made me realize that I lacked lighter music in my repertoire. Because of my lack of
experience with lighter themes, I had a difficult time connecting to the narrator. This
problem was exacerbated because, unlike opera, art songs often give the performer no
context for the characters in the piece. This lack of connection made it difficult to
perform this strophic song in an engaging way. Because the music repeats with different
texts, if I was not able to convey the story clearly, I would risk delivering an uninspiring
performance, which would be a very bad way to start a recital. To prepare for this piece, I
had to leave my comfort zone and find an authentic way to represent the narrator.
The tool that best aided me was having a solid understanding of the direct and
poetic translation of the text. Unlike some of my other songs, the direct translation of this
song text was very unclear due to grammatical differences between English and Italian. I
had to compare the direct and poetic translations to understand how to tell this story,
which which in turn allowed me to make more effective acting choices. When analyzing
the poetry, I noticed that it focuses primarily on physical aspects of beauty. The narrator
describes the colors of the butterfly, how gracefully it moves, and how handsome her
love is. In my interpretation, this focus on physical—and thereby superficial—aspects of
attraction suggests the immaturity of this affection. The narrator is infatuated but not
really in love. She discusses his appearance but does not talk about his character. The
narrator is naïve, a quality that is also evident in in the promises she makes to the
butterfly. A butterfly is a creature that belongs in nature, and when butterflies are taken
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away from nature, they often die. The butterfly that the narrator captures will surely meet
a similar fate, despite her promises. Once I understood the character of the narrator I
wanted to represent, the acting became less awkward, and performing the song became
easier.
“Il fervido desiderio”
Much like “La farfalletta,” historical sources that discuss“Il fervido desiderio” are
questionable in their reliability. What is known is that “Il fervido desiderio” is part of
Bellini’s Tre Ariette, along with “Dolente immagine di Fille mia” and “Vaga luna, che
inargenti.” This collection of three bel canto, aria-like songs were assembled
posthumously by the publisher, Giovanni Ricordi (Weinstock 1971, 380). “Il fervido
desiderio” is said to be composed for the Contessa Sofia Vojna, based on a dedication in
an autograph found in the Libreria Gaspare Casella in Naples (Weinstock 1971, 380).
“Il fervido desiderio” tells the story of a woman who yearns to see her love again.
Due to circumstances not named in the song, the woman is separated from her love and
laments that he is far away. She loves him so much that she says he is like her own soul.
Despite the lamenting text, I believe the song as a whole is light and hopeful because of
its musical setting. The song’s home key is A-flat major. While there are notable
exceptions to the rule that happy music is in major keys, so that being in a major key does
not automatically mean that a song is happy, the major-key setting in “Il fervido
desiderio,” when combined with how the vocal part is written, makes me think that this
story does not have a sad ending.
The vocal line remains relaxed and fluttering above a calm piano accompaniment.
Bellini highlights the phrase “riveder potrò,” which translates to “I will see you again.”
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As shown in Example 1.1, Bellini heavily ornaments this phrase with both scalar and
arpeggiated melismas. Because of this, “riveder potrò,” are the most prominent and
memorable words in the vocal line. This suggests that the narrator will see her love again.
Later in the song, Bellini draws attention to the words “anima mia” (Example 1.2), which
translates to “my soul.” Like “riveder potrò,” “anima mia” is ornamented with melismatic
material. Because Bellini decided to set the words “riveder potrò” and “anima mia”
melismatically and thereby emphasize them, I believe that the narrator will see the person
whom she loves like her own soul again, albeit not within the duration of the song.
Example 1.1. Measures 5-10 of “Il fervido desiderio,” by Vincenzo Bellini
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Example 1.2 Measures 22-23 of “Il fervido desiderio,” by Vincenzo Bellini

“Dolente immagine di Fille mia”
Like “Il fervido desiderio,” “Dolente immagine di Fille mia” is part of Rocordi’s
Tre Ariette. There are mixed accounts about the origins of this song, with one autograph
stating that it was composed for and dedicated to Marianna Pollini. However, in another
autograph, the inscription stated that “Dolente immagine di Fille mia” was composed for
the Collegio di San Sebastiano in 1821 and was dedicated to Bellini’s friend, Nicola
Tauro. In yet another copy of the piece, the same song had a different title, “La Tomba di
Fille” (Weinstock 1971, 380). As Bellini fell out of prominence in the ninteenth century,
the factual origins of some of his art songs were lost.
“Dolente immagine di Fille mia” tells a story of a person who encounters the
spirit of his deceased loved one. The spirit is wretched because she thinks that the
narrator’s love for her has faded. The narrator is confrontational at first, asking questions
about what more he could do, and why she would appear in such a state. He asks if she
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thinks that he has forgotten his vows and promises that he could never love another. The
song ends with the narrator allowing the spirit to rest in peace by assuring her that his
heart will always be hers.
“Dolente immagine di Fille mia” is in ternary form, with the framing A sections
in F-sharp minor while the B section explores D major. The start to the B section is
marked with a red line in Example 1.3. Bellini, however, does not remain in D major for
long.

Example 1.3 Measures 20-27 of “Dolente immagine di Fille mia,” by Vincenzo Bellini
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In Example 1.3, in measure 24, Bellini uses a secondary dominant in D major to tonicize
the vi chord, which is B minor. Bellini is able to pivot back to the starting key by using
B-minor harmony in measure 26, followed by chromaticizing the chord into an Italian
augmented sixth before cadencing on V7 in F-sharp minor at the end of the B section.
This sets up both a thematic and tonal return when the A section begins in measure 28.
When I first began to work on this song, I found the modulation to D major
extremely jarring because it seemed to happen quickly and with little transitional
material. Because of this, I had to ask myself what was going on dramatically for my
character to warrant such an abrupt shift in musical setting. To explore this, I analyzed
the text to see what was said after this modulation. When I did this, I noticed that the Dmajor section centered around the narrator’s discussion of his sacred vows to his beloved.
The spirit is afraid that her love will forget his sacred vows, and the narrator assures her
that he will not. Within this context, I believe that the modulation to D major represents
the undying devotion that the narrator has for his beloved and the vows that he made.
This is the only section that is solidly in a major key, and one way to interpret the tonal
scheme is to hear it as portraying the narrator’s truthfulness when he speaks of his
fidelity. The major tonality also suggests that his love sustains him despite the loss that he
has endured. When it is suggested that the narrator could love another, Bellini modulates
back to minor, which suggests that even the idea of forsaking his vow causes the narrator
distress. With this interpretation in mind, I understood the character I was trying to
portray, and the return to the A section became even more somber. In that return, the
narrator encourages his love to rest in peace despite the fact that this will cause him to
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lose her all over again. In spite of death, the inextinguishable love between the pair lives
on.

Chapter Two
Antonín Dvořák
This chapter discusses songs by Antonín Dvořák in my recital. I begin with a brief
biography describing Dvořák’s early exposure to music, his Wagnerian influences,
relationship with Johannes Brahms, and Dvořák’s difficult relationship with the German
language. Following this, I will provide historical context for Romani music and the role
that “gypsies” played in 19th-century music and culture. This will lead into the section
that discusses Zigeunermelodien itself. In that section, I will describe the historical
context of the song cycle before delving into the individual songs. The chapter will
conclude with a discussion of how the themes of love, death, and nature are present in
Zigeunermelodien.
Biography of Dvořák
On September 8, 1841, Antonín Dvořák was born fifteen miles north of Prague in
the town of Nelahozeves. He was the eldest of fourteen siblings and came from a long
line of talented amateur musicians. Because of this, he learned how to play the violin at a
very early age. Despite his musical talent, however, he was expected to eventually take
up the family trade and become a butcher (Schönzeler 1984, 34). In order to help with the
family business, Dvořák’s father wanted him to learn German because German was
widely spoken in Czechoslovakia during the time. Dvořák, however, was reluctant to
become a butcher and learn the German language. This caused his family to send him to
16
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Zlonice to train at the butcher’s guild and develop his German. While there, however, his
mentor—who happened to be an accomplished musician—realized Dvořák’s talent and
began to train him musically. In this unexpected way, Dvořák’s training in German and
butchery was pushed aside in favor of music (Schönzeler 1984, 35). This development
greatly displeased his father, who wanted Dvořák to have a secure livelihood.
Nevertheless, Dvořák’s father eventually recognized his son’s musical calling and gave
him his blessing to pursue formal composition studies (Schönzeler 1984, 36).
In 1857, Dvořák arrived in Prague to begin training at the Organ School. One of
the greatest struggles that Dvořák faced at school was his resistance to German. German
was the official language of the Organ School, so Dvořák had to develop a better
command of the language to succeed there. “Throughout his life, Dvořák had an aversion
to German, which he always considered an alien tongue,” which would eventually cause
tensions between Dvořák and his publisher (Schönzeler 1984, 34). Despite his aversion to
the German language Dvořák was a fan of German music. While he played viola for the
St. Cecilia society orchestra, his director Antonín Apt’s love for Wagner and Liszt greatly
influenced Dvořák. Because of Apt, Dvořák embraced the Neo-German school, which
can be heard in his compositional style for many years (Schönzeler 1984, 38).
Another German composer that greatly influenced Dvořák was Johannes Brahms.
In 1874, Brahms was a member of the jury that was responsible for awarding the annual
Austrian State Grant. This is where he encountered Dvořák’s music for the first time
(Schönzeler 1984, 64). Although Brahms disagreed strongly with many Wagnerian
musical and aesthetic ideals, and despite the neo-Wagnerian sound of Dvořák’s music at
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the time, Brahms saw in Dvořák’s music other aspects that reminded him of his own
compositional style (Robertson 1943, 45).
At first glance, the two composers could not seem more different. Brahms was
eight years older than Dvořák and a North German Protestant, while the latter was a
devout Roman Catholic. Brahms was a bachelor, while Dvořák was married and
dedicated to his family. Brahms was also a dedicated intellectual, unlike Dvořák
(Schönzeler 1984, 64). In many ways, “Brahms composed with his mind and heart,
Dvořák with his heart and mind” (Robertson 1943, 45). Despite this, for the last twenty
years of Brahms’s life, Dvořák and he were the closest of friends. Without Brahms,
Dvořák’s compositional career would have been very different, and the Czech composer
would likely not have achieved all that he did (Schönzeler 1984, 64). In 1877, Dvořák
reached out to Brahms in a letter, and Brahms responded with valuable advice. Brahms
then wrote his publisher and gave Dvořák a letter of reference, which helped Dvořák get
his works published with Fritz Simrock (Schönzeler 1984, 66). Brahms offered his input
on several of Dvořák’s pieces (Schönzeler 1984, 67). At one point, Brahms even tried to
convince Dvořák to move to Vienna and offered to help him and his family financially
(Schönzeler 1984, 68).
Romani Music and Exoticism
Romani characters and themes were prevalent throughout European classical
music in the 19th century. Gypsy tropes could be found in countless operas, operettas,
song cycles, and symphonic works. The popularity of these themes was fueled in part by
the widespread use of exoticism in art. Exoticism was a way for Western artists to use
themes and ideas from cultures that were not their own. One of the reasons for
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exoticism’s popularity was that it served nationalistic ideas. Artists could establish an
often-licentious exotic “other” and then act as the moral superior in contrast (Taruskin
2005, 386). Middle Eastern, East Asian, African, and Romani cultures were often the
inspiration for exotic stories. One example is Bizet’s opera, Carmen. In the opera, the
Gypsy Carmen represents the exotic “other” by freely expressing her sexuality in ways
that were not accepted by mainstream Western European society. Because of her Gypsy
heritage, viewers could enjoy the spectacle of the objectified exotic character while
maintaining their own moral high ground (Taruskin 2005, 390). In addition to being
sexualized like Carmen, Gypsy characters were also vilified in the stories in which they
appeared. One example is the character of Azucena in Verdi’s opera, Il trovatore.
Azucena commits heinous acts in pursuit of revenge, including kidnapping and the
murder of a child. Because she was a Gypsy, and because Gypsies were considered to
have inferior morals, it was easier for audiences to believe that she would commit these
terrible acts. Whether they were sexualized or villainized, Gypsy characters were turned
into caricatures in order to establish western European moral superiority.
Ironically, Romani culture was also heavily romanticized during the 19th century.
Traits commonly associated with the Romani people—such as their freedom from
societal constraints, their close bonds with nature and traveling, and their emotional
freedom—were all seen as representations of Romantic ideals. Because of this, there was
a rise in idealized “Gypsy music” that appeared in popular forms of entertainment
(Piotrowska 2013, 1). Composers such as Bizet, Brahms, Verdi, and Strauss, among
many others, drew on “Gypsy” culture for their music, characters, and stories. These
works very often drew inspiration more from each other than they did actual Romani
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music. In fact, in the mid-20th century, many researchers believed that Romani people
had no original musical culture of their own. Until very recently, there has been little
research conducted about the nature of the musical culture of the Romani people
(Piotrowska 2013, 2). Because genuine representation of Romani culture scarcely existed
within 19th-century entertainment, Romani people were subjected to the stereotypes of
the romanticized, nomadic Gypsy or the immoral criminal. Anna G. Piotrowska describes
this in her article “Expressing the Inexpressible: The Issue of Improvisation and the
European Fascination with Gypsy Music in the 19th Century” in which she writes that
“Gypsy people were already stigmatized in the 19th century with a heavy burden of
romanticized visions of free, independent people, but also very strong stereotypes of their
apparently evil nature” (Piotrowska 2012, 377). Because of this, while Dvořák’s
Zigeunermelodien draws inspiration from the nomadic Gypsy lifestyle, its tropes are
based more on romanticized notions rather than authentic culture.
Zigeunermelodien Background and Song Discussions
Zigeunermelodien was composed over a few days in January of 1880. The poetry
was written by Czech poet Adolf Heyduk, and the songs were composed for German
tenor Gustav Walter (Schwarm, 2013). The pieces were initially published and performed
in German, but at Dvořák’s insistence, they were later translated into Czech. I found it
interesting that these songs were initially written in German because Dvořák did not like
the German language. Despite this, the cycle is still often performed and recorded in the
original German. Throughout the song cycle, Heyduk’s poetry focuses on many of the
romanticized themes commonly associated with “Gypsyness.” These themes include
nature, the love of wandering, sorrow, singing, and dancing (Piotrowska 2013, 183).
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The set begins with “Mein Lied ertönt,” which is a song that deals heavily with
the themes of love, nature, and death. During the song, the narrator describes her
surroundings as she travels. The green woods and the Hungarian plains are filled with her
songs of life and love. She is not hindered or bothered by storms, and will continue to
sing until the end. To me, this song is an incredibly melancholic representation of the
indomitable nature of the human spirit. The theme of perseverance can best be seen in
how Dvořák sets a passage from the second verse. While the song is strophic, the second
verse is the most varied. In this section, the poetry speaks of more joyous themes, such as
wanderlust (“Wanderlust”), green thriving forests (“grünen Waldeshallen”), and happy
songs (“frohen Sang”). In response to this, Dvořák switches from D minor to the parallel
key of D major, and when the triplet motive from the first verse returns (Example 2.1), it
is fully in D major.
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Example 2.1. Measures 24-30 of “Mein Lied ertönt,”by Antonín Dvořák

What is interesting, however, is how Dvořák ends this section. Unlike the first
verse, Dvořák extends the triplet idea and switches from D major to D minor in the
middle of the final measure of the second verse. While the vocal line ornaments the word
“schallen” (“to ring out”) melismatically in D major, the accompaniment changes the Fsharp to F-natural and adds B-flat, making the last half of the measure sound more like D
minor. While practicing this piece a cappella to solidify pitch accuracy, this section
always intrigued me. Without the accompaniment, the measure sounds solidly in D
major, which would fit with the stereotype of major keys being associated with lighter,
more joyous themes. However the mode change in Dvořák’s setting renders a more
somber effect. The switch from major to minor, along with the molto ritardando and
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decrescendo makes her song feel like it is fading. It is becoming harder for the narrator to
sing those happy songs.
Also visible in Example 2.1 is the fact that the beginning of the third verse is
marked as pianissimo. While the words “Mein Lied erönt voll Liebe auch” translate to
“My song resounds, filled with love,” the phrase lacks much of the power it had when it
first appeared in verse one. The accompaniment is also pared down, consisting only of
whole notes through which together with the quiet dynamic of the singer, Dvořák creates
a feeling of weariness. The narrator has been worn down by life. At this seemingly lowest
point, the narrator weathers even more hardships, which are represented by the moorland
storm that occurs later in the third verse. Despite all of her trials, the narrator chooses to
persevere and continue her song to her dying breath.
Following “Mein Lied ertönt,” the song cycle continues with “Ei, wie mein
Triangel” which focuses on a celebration of life and death. The piece describes a triangle
and the celebratory dance-like music it creates. During the song, the narrator describes
how the triangle plays on, despite death. The piece ends with the narrator proclaiming the
phrase “Lieder, Reigen, Liebe, Lebewohl dem Allen,” which translates into “songs,
dances, love, farewell to them all.” Despite the theme of death being present throughout
the song, the music never feels somber. Dvořák maintains an upbeat, dance-like rhythm.
Because of this, I interpret this song as a celebration of life. Death is an inevitability for
everyone, but this does not mean that death needs to be solely mournful. The narrator
celebrates life with songs, dances, and love, and death does not detract from this.
The song cycle continues with the haunting lyrical piece, “Rings ist der Wald, so
stumm und still.” Due to the pared down nature of the accompaniment and the lyrical
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melody, out of all the songs in the cycle, this piece most clearly shows Brahms’s
influence (Robertson 1943, 116). In the cycle, this was the song I struggled the most to
understand. Unlike the other songs, the poetry in this is more abstract and does not tell a
straightforward story. The poetry describes a still, quiet wood that is filling with black
smoke. The narrator is upset, and the smoke dries her tears, but then the narrator says that
the smoke must seek out other cheeks to dry. The song ends with a poignant message
about how those who sing through sorrow will not be cursed by death, but will instead
live on. After analysis, I believe that “Rings ist der Wald, so stumm und still,” like “Mein
Lied ertönt,” is about perseverance. While the narrator is faced with incredible hardships,
she chooses to not give up. She will not allow the smoke to dry her tears and she will not
let herself become numb to her heartache. She allows herself to cry and she will continue
to sing despite the hardships she faces. If she succumbs to sorrow and stops truly living,
she would be dead long before physical death takes her.
Perhaps the most famous song in this cycle is the fourth piece, “Als die alte
Mutter.” While working on this song, I found it very emotionally difficult. The song
centers around the idea of traditions and memories, and keeping the memories of lost
loved ones alive by passing on their legacy. In terms of the song, the legacy that is passed
on is the songs that the narrator learned from her mother. I am lucky to have three
grandparents who are still alive and involved in my life. Over the past year, however, I
have been forced to realize that the time I have left with them is becoming more limited.
This is due to many factors, but the most predominant is declining health and the onset of
dementia. Because of this, it was very emotional for me to put myself in the narrator’s
shoes by imagining my life without my grandparents. When I began to refine this piece, I
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could not help but think of all they have taught and given me. Some of my earliest
memories center around the songs my grandmother sang for me on long car trips, and
those moments will always be precious to me. Like the narrator of “Als die alte Mutter,” I
will continue to treasure and share what they have given me, and by doing so keep their
legacy alive for my future family.
The next two songs are lighthearted and poetically straightforward . Like “Ei, wie
mein Triangel,” “Reingestimmt di Saiten!” revolves around a festive celebration of
culture and life. In this song, the strings are tuned and people dance and remember both
joys and sadness that life has brought. Many of the rhythms found in this piece are
reminiscent of Czech and Hungarian dance rhythms (Kimball 2005, 881).
“In den weiten, breiten, luft’gen, Leinenkleide” is a jovial song that focuses on the
nomadic life of Romani people by discussing their clothes. Out of all my songs in this set,
this was by far the most straightforward. It is a celebration of culture and recognition that
material wealth does not necessarily make life better. The song describes how golden,
restrictive clothes would only hamper Gypsies' songs and way of life. The narrator states
that they do not need gold or silk to be happy and do not need finery to live a fulfilled
life. When performing the character of this song, it is important to maintain lightness and
energy throughout. Without lightness, my voice would not be flexible enough to
accurately perform the ornamentations, but without energy, the spirit of the piece would
be lost. Because of this, my focus was on how to maintain energy without pushing my
sound and singing louder.
The song cycle ends with “Darf des Falken Schwinge.” Similar to the first song of
the set, the final song revolves around how the nomadic lifestyle is central to Gypsy
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identity. As one author described, “The first and last songs are majestic and bardic in
quality, underlining the theme of the unfettered freedom of the Gypsy life” (Kimball
2005, 881). The narrator asks if a falcon would choose to be caged or a horse bridled. To
the narrator, losing the nomadic lifestyle and being tied down would feel like
imprisonment. If she lost her nomadic way of life, she would lose her freedom and Gypsy
identity. This nomadic lifestyle is closely integrated with nature itself. In nature, the
falcon and foal can roam free in a wilderness unobstructed by human intervention.
Because of isolation from mainstream society and structures, nomads find themselves
closer to nature. In “Darf des Falken Schwinge,” nature is singularly important. The
narrator states that nature itself is what gave gypsies true freedom, which is manifested in
their nomadic lifestyle.
The themes of love, death, and nature are explored in Zigeunermelodien.
“Reingestimmt die Saiten!” centers around a festival of dancing and storytelling while
“In dem weiten, breiten, luft'gen Leinenkleide” focuses on how the clothes of Romani
people are a celebration and love of their way of life. “Als die alte Mutter” explores
familial love and how it can be kept alive in legacies. “Ei! Ei, wie mein Triangel”
discusses the inevitability of death, and how life must be celebrated, loved, and lived.
“Mein Lied ertönt” relies on nature to tell its story of perseverance. “Rings ist der Wald
so stumm und still” focuses on a pained narrator that draws inspiration from nature while
she sings of despair and perseverance in a still forest. “Darf des Falken Schwinge”
centers around the idea that nature gave the Romani people their freedom. Throughout
the song cycle, the themes of love, death, nature, and how they are tied to the
romanticized idea of Romani culture, are explored in different ways.

Chapter Three
Camille Saint-Saëns
This chapter discusses three songs by Camille Saint-Saëns in my recital. I will
begin with “L’Attente.” In that section, I will describe the impact that Victor Hugo had
on France and Saint-Saëns in particular. Following that, I will compare “L’Attente” to
Bellini’s “Il fervido desiderio,” which I discussed in Chapter One, and explain why I
approached the character of “L’Attente” differently. In the next section, I will delve into
the history and culture that surrounds the concept of the Dance Macabre and the song
itself. This section will include discussion of the poet, Henri Cazalis, along with the
song’s historical context surrounding the Franco-Prussian War. I will conclude this
section with my approach to learning this song. The third song that I will discuss is an
aria from Saint-Saëns’s opera Samson et Dalila, “Mon cœur s'ouvre à ta voix.” I will
explain my analysis of the aria and provide historical context to the opera. Throughout
the chapter, I will also detail how the songs relate to the themes of love, death, and
nature.
“L’Attente”
The poetry set in “L’Attente” was written by the important Romantic author and
poet, Victor Hugo. Due to frequent changes of political power caused by the French
Revolution, the rise and fall of Napoleon, and the reestablishment of the Bourbon
Monarchy, France was slower to embrace Romanticism than other countries in Europe
27
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(Plantinga 1984, 203). Victor Hugo and his works were some of the first to gain
popularity and spread Romantic ideas in France. The first and most notable instance of
this is Hugo’s introduction of his 1828 play, Cromwell. In his introduction, Hugo
challenged many of the dramatic ideals such as logic and reason that were prevalent
during the Classical Era (Plantinga 1984, 204). Not only did Hugo’s work impact cultural
shifts in France as a whole, but he was also uniquely impactful for Camille Saint-Saëns
when he was a young artist. According to Saint-Saëns, prior to reading the works of
Hugo, all poetry seemed cold and distant. Hugo’s poetry struck him as different. It felt
alive. Hugo’s poetry impacted him so much that he began to sing the poems. Even as he
aged, Saint-Saëns would always look forward to reading the latest publications of Hugo
(Saint-Saëns 1919, 11).
“L’Attente,” like “Il fervido desiderio” from the opening Bellini set in my recital,
explores feelings of longing and worry while waiting for the return of a loved one. While
both songs express similar feelings, the music and nature of those feelings are very
different. In “Il fervido desiderio,” the narrator’s role is passive because she waits for her
lover’s return and takes no steps to try to obtain news about him. In “L’Attente,” the
narrator takes on a more active role by enlisting the help of nature to search for him.
Throughout the song, the narrator calls on different animals, such as squirrels, horses, and
eagles, to search their domains for any sign of her love returning.
When learning this song, I had to be very conscious of not cutting to the
consonants, remaining on the vowel, and maintaining a smooth lyrical line so each note
did not feel choppy. When I first began to work on this song, I tended to sing in an
aggressive, loud, and accented manner, which caused the piece to sound angry. While
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one could interpret the poetry as having an angry narrator, I personally do not. I interpret
the narrator as helplessly worried and longing to be reunited with her love. This
helplessness and desperation are what causes her to turn to nature to find her love. To
better convey these feelings, I worked on dynamic contrast and on not reaching my peak
volume too soon. While working on dynamics, however, I found that I was losing
intensity on softer parts of the phrase. If I lost intensity, the vocal line would feel out of
place compared to the agitated sixteenth note accompaniment. Additionally, loss of vocal
intensity would cause me to lose the character of the song. To fix this, I had to focus on
remaining fully supported throughout each phrase, especially in the softer sections, and
on maintaining vibrancy on every note. When I did this, I felt that my ability to remain in
character and be engaged throughout became far easier.
Danse Macabre
Though some aspects of its themes can be traced back to the time of Antiquity,
Danse Macabre as we know it now is an allegorical device that developed in the Middle
Ages. It acts as a memento mori that reminds people of the fleeting nature of earthly lives
and possessions. In the Danse Macabre, people from different socioeconomic positions
are all made equal in the dance of death (Oosterwijk and Knöll 2011, 10). The use of
skeletons as symbols of death, despite falling out of favor during the rise of Christianity,
began to regain popularity in the Middle Ages (Oosterwijk 2004, 62). Dancing during the
Middle Ages was as common as religious activities and was the most popular form of
entertainment (Oosterwijk and Knöll 2011, 44). At the time, dancing was a universal
language in which “all ages and levels of society, from courts to commons, from
childhood to old age” could participate or observe (Oosterwijk and Knöll 2011, 44).

30
Because dance was such a prevalent social activity, the depiction of skeletal figures
dancing as equals made the Danse Macabre a powerful symbol for the equality of death.
This concept went on to be the basis of Henri Cazalis’s poem “Egalité-Fraternité,”
which later inspired Camille Saint-Saëns’s “Danse Macabre.” Cazalis was a unique poet
and there is still much that is unknown about him. In addition to his real name, Cazalis
also wrote under the names of “Jean Caselli” and “Jean Lahor.” Cazalis often had a
pessimistic outlook on life; he, “like many of his contemporaries, could not find a real
basis for hope in a veiled and meaningless universe” (Gochberg 1957, 39). He wrote
poetry or prose to help him sort through his thoughts, and used opiates to try to numb
himself to the existential fear that he had, but that did little to convince him that reality
was anything but painful (Gochberg 1957, 39). Cazalis is also considered an early
symbolist poet, which was a style that depicted concepts that were beyond the realm of
realism.
“Danse Macabre” is a song that focuses heavily on the themes of death and sexual
love. In the song, Death arises and plays a dance tune on his violin. Hearing this, the dead
gather around to dance. The poem then describes the affair between two dead persons,
one a noble girl and the other a peasant boy, whose disparity of social status in life does
little to hinder their sexual attraction to each other in death. In addition to this pairing, the
poem also describes how the King frolics with the miscreant. The dance, however, cannot
continue forever, and when the rooster crows, the dead cease the dance and return to their
graves. Cazalis then reflects on how the night was beautiful for the poor of the world
because, in this dance of death, they are equals with the worldly affluent. In the final
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words of the poem, Cazalis proclaims “Vivent la mort et l'égalité,” which translates
to “long live death and equality.”
German influence was dominant in Europe at the time, especially in instrumental
and symphonic music. Most music in these repertoires in the mid to late 19th century was
produced by German composers. After the Franco-Prussian War, Saint-Saëns co-founded
the Société Nationale de Musique along with Romain Bussine and Alexis de Castillon
(Pasler 2021, 109). The goal of the Société was to “encourage the composition and
performance of what they referred to as ‘serious’ French music” (Strasser 2001, 225).
Saint-Saëns was one of the most recognizable composers in the group at the time and his
works were performed in many of the concerts sponsored by the Société (Pasler 2021,
112). While the Société was being formed, Paris was also fraught with social tension and
unrest. Many Parisians were dissatisfied with the outcome of the Franco-Prussian War.
They believed that the French government surrendered prematurely and this, combined
with other unpopular actions by the French government, triggered protests.
Eventually, President Adolphe Thiers had to flee Paris with his army (Tyre 2005,
185). With the President gone, the Paris Commune seized control of Paris and began
implementing changes such as a separation of church and state, a moratorium on rent, and
the abolishment of the police (Tyre 2005, 186). The Paris Commune, however, did not
remain in power for long. After two months, President Thiers and his army retook Paris
in a transition of power that killed at least 30,000 rebels and arrested 100,000 Parisians.
Of the 100,000 who were arrested, 270 were executed and 13,000 were sent to prison
camps or deported (Tyre 2005, 185). Not only was there a huge loss of life, but the battle
also burnt half of Paris (Tyre 2005, 185). It was in the aftermath of this bloody affair,
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about a year later in 1872, that the Parisian Saint-Saëns would set Cazalis’s poem for
voice and piano.
One of the biggest challenges I faced when learning this song was French diction.
The song requires the performer to sing a rapid string of French text while maintaining
textual clarity and a supported sound. To do this, I spent a large amount of time becoming
familiar with the text before adding the music. I practiced the rhythms and diction and
slowly sped up until I felt confident with the text. After this, I added the music back in
and again decreased the speed. I had to make a conscious effort not to straight-tone
passages and not to clip vowels short in order to reach consonants. Once these elements
were mastered, I began to slowly add character to the song, ensuring that I was able to
convey the story without losing text clarity or vocal technique.
“Mon cœur s’ouvre ta voix”
The final song in my Saint-Saëns set was also the song that he composed last in
the set: the aria “Mon cœur s'ouvre à ta voix,” from Act II, Scene III of the opera, Samson
et Dalila. When Saint-Saëns first began to develop this project, he intended it to be an
oratorio because that was a very popular genre during the late 19th century. However
Ferdand Lemaire, the librettist with whom Saint-Saëns was working, insisted that they
make an opera instead (Macdonald 2019, 50). Creating this opera, however, meant
overcoming two problems. At this time, biblical operas faced heavy censorship from the
church and there was “widespread disapproval of treating the scriptures as drama”
(Macdonald 2019, 52). The second issue was that Saint-Saëns had never won the
prestigious Prix de Rome and because of this, many did not consider him capable of
writing a good opera (Macdonald 2019, 52).
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Because of these reasons, Saint-Saëns took a long time to decide whether Samson
et Dalila should be an opera or oratorio. Although Saint-Saëns began work on Samson et
Dalila in 1868, he did not finish the work until 1877 (Johnson 2006, 80). Due to
censorship, Saint-Saëns was not able to premiere his opera in Paris and instead premiered
Samson et Dalila in Weimar with the assistance of Franz Liszt (Macdonald 2019, 54).
This meant that the opera actually premiered in German instead of its original French
(Macdonald 2019, 55). Eventually, the opera made its Parisian debut in 1890 at the
Château d'Eau and two years later, it was staged at the Paris Opera (Prod’homme 473,
1922).
Delilah’s aria, “Mon cœur s'ouvre à ta voix,” is a sweeping, heartfelt ballad of
love and affection, but there is more to the aria than what appears on the surface. Within
the context of the opera, this aria occurs right before Delilah betrays her lover Samson.
Samson is known for his strength and for being a powerful hero to the Hebrew people,
Because of this, the Philistines want to know his weakness so that they can eliminate him.
In order to get close to Samson, they turn to his Philistine lover, Delilah. Samson is
warned to be wary of Delilah, but he is blinded by love.
In Act II, Scene III, Delilah weaponizes this love in her seduction of Samson in
“Mon cœur s'ouvre à ta voix.” The outcome of this love story is both tragic and wellknown in the Christian world. Delilah learns that Samson’s strength comes from his hair,
so she betrays him by cutting his hair, and Samson is taken by the Philistines. This
ultimately leads to the death of both characters. When the aria, “Mon cœur s’ouvre à ta
voix,” is sung in a recital, the audience does not get to experience the song within its full
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operatic context. Because of this, it is a challenge as a performer to be able to convey the
emotional complexity that hides beneath this beautiful yet deadly aria of seduction.
In order to better understand the aria and how it connects with my theme of love,
death, and nature, I analyzed how Saint-Saëns set the text. When I did this, I noticed
several motifs that appear in the aria and in other parts of the opera. These motifs helped
inform my performance and add emotional depth and context to my interpretation. The
most prominent motivic connection is that a quotation from the aria appears later in Act
III. During Act III, Scene III, Delilah mocks a blind and weakened Samson while
celebrating with the Philistines. While she does this, there is a musical quotation of the
climax of “Mon cœur s'ouvre à ta voix,” transposed from the aria’s D-flat major into C
Major. The quotation is bracketed in Example 3.1 with the first excerpt being from the
aria and the second excerpt from Act III, Scene III.

Example 3.1 Excerpt from Act II, Scene III of Camille Saint-Saëns’s Samson et Dalila
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Excerpt from Act III, Scene III of Camille Saint-Saëns’s Samson et Dalila

Delilah’s subsequent mocking quotation of the love duet in the opera shows that
the feelings that she articulated during the aria were far from words of total
earnestness. The second motif that undergirds my interpretation is the descending
chromatic line that first appears in the aria with the words “Ah, réponds à ma tendresse.”
(shown in Example 3.2) As this line descends, Delilah pleads with Samson to respond to
her tenderness. This motif is present throughout the melody and is later echoed by
descending chromatic sextuplets that accompany the second verse of the aria (shown in
Example 3.2). The prominence of this descending chromatic motif is prefigured before
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the aria, however. In the scene before the aria (Act II, Scene II), the descending
chromatic motif is introduced when Delilah conspires with a Philistine high priest to
learn the secret of Samson’s strength. When this motif reappears in “Mon cœur s'ouvre à
ta voix,” it reminds the audience of Delilah’s conspiracy (Locke 1991, 297).
Example 3.2 Measures 30-33 in “Mon cœur s'ouvre à ta voix,” from Act II, Scene III

Measures 50-53 in “Mon cœur s'ouvre à ta voix,” from Act II, Scene III
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As the aria ends, Samson is unable to resist the seduction anymore and the couple
tenderly embraces. After this moment of intimacy, Delilah seems to succumb to the
tenderness of the embrace and Samson’s feelings. She “must call herself back to duty:
‘Mais!... non! Que dis-je hélas!’ (But, no! Alas, what am I saying?)” (Locke 1991, 296).
Many musicologists consider this moment to be a devious calculation on Delilah’s part.
They think that by pulling away after she has already won Samson’s heart, she makes
Samson want her more. But according to Ralph P. Locke in “Construction the Oriental
‘Other’: Saint-Saëns’s Samson et Dalila,” there is more to this moment than just the
manipulative woman interpretation. “[S]uch a reading misses the essential ambiguity of
Delilah, who seems at once heroically strong and deeply needful, a character who might
be a worthy match and perhaps mate for Samson were she not twisted and de-humanized
by her role as an agent of the oppressor” (Locke 1991, 296). With all of this in mind, I
began to develop my interpretation of Delilah and her morally ambiguous manipulation
of love and lust.
Note About Diction
To conclude this chapter, I want to discuss my challenges with French diction.
French was my weakest singing language, so when I began to select repertoire for this
recital, I wanted to select pieces that would help me improve my French diction. “Mon
cœur s'ouvre ta voix” was a piece that I had previously performed, but I realized that I
had several diction errors that needed to be corrected. In order to do this, I deconstructed
the aria and began to learn it from the ground up. Once the diction in the aria was more
polished, I began to look for pieces that would help me further refine my diction. I thus
selected two Saint-Saëns songs that had large amounts of French text. “Danse Macabre”
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is a rapid piece, so I had to take it sentence by sentence and slowly work the text into
muscle memory. Because of the speed of the piece, I had to be exceptionally clear and
articulate or the words would be completely lost. “L’attente” also possessed a great deal
of French text, but its tempo was much slower than “Danse Macabre.” The lyrical
passages of “L’attente” helped me practice maintaining vowel integrity over sustained
phrases.

Chapter Four
Aaron Copland and Jake Heggie
In this chapter, I discuss the composers Aaron Copland and Jake Heggie, and their
songs that I sing on my recital. The first section will include biographical information
about Copland and his impact as an American composer. This will be followed by brief
discussion about the song cycle Twelve Poems of Emily Dickenson and how it compares
to Copland’s other works. I will end the Copland section by describing the challenges I
faced while learning the song from the song cycle that is on my recital. After this, I will
provide biographical information about Jake Heggie. Following his biography, I will
discuss Of Gods and Cats and the technical challenges that accompanied this song cycle.
I will conclude the chapter by describing how these songs connect to my program’s
themes.
Aaron Copland
In 1900, Aaron Copland was born to a Jewish family in Brooklyn. Unlike many
other prominent composers, Copland was not considered a child prodigy and did not
begin music lessons until late adolescence. Being the youngest of five children, his
earliest musical memories revolved around listening to his older siblings practice piano
and violin. His older sister would later become his first piano teacher, but after a few
months, she insisted that Copland take lessons from a real teacher (Copland 1981). At
fifteen , Copland began to study with Rubin Goldmark (Cone and Copland 1968, 58).
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Goldmark was a traditionalist, but Copland was inspired by the progressive composers of
the time, such as Arnold Schoenberg and Igor Stravinsky. Because of this, after
foundational studies, Copland traveled to where he considered to be the center of musical
innovation during his time: Paris. There, Copland studied with renowned French
pedagogue Nadia Boulanger, who expanded his ideas about the function of harmony.
Through his studies and ambition to create unique American music, Copland became a
pioneer of what we now regard as the American sound in classical music. He drew
inspiration from European classical works and popular American genres of his day, such
as jazz and show tunes. Early in his career, his combination of traditional and popular
styles was considered controversial, but this would remain a hallmark of Copland’s
musical style as well as his legacy to later American composers (Randolph 2019).
“Why do they shut me out of heaven?” is the third song from Copland’s 1951
song cycle, Twelve Poems of Emily Dickenson. This is one of the few works for voice and
piano that Copland composed, along with Old American Songs that he set around the
same time. Unlike Old American Songs, which bears the folksong-like qualities that we
have come to expect from Copland, Twelve Poems of Emily Dickenson is more
reminiscent of Copland’s abstract period. Copland sets the poetry of “Why do they shut
me out of heaven?” in a declamatory manner that is supported by sparse piano
accompaniment. Because of this, the piece is quite different from the emotional Romantic
music that comprises most of my program. In contrast to the Romantic composers,
displaying intense emotions was not Copland’s goal. In fact, he “hate[d] an emotion
drenched voice” (Soll and Dorr 1992, 99).
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There are several vocal and dramatic challenges that I had to navigate while
preparing “Why do they shut me out of heaven?” The first was the minimalist piano
accompaniment, which did very little to help me find tonal centers of passages and
anchor myself to them. Because of this, I had intonation issues throughout the early
stages of learning. In order to address this, I broke down passages note by note to train
them into muscle memory. A related problem arose from the language itself. Although
English is my mother tongue, I find it to be one of the hardest languages to sing in, a
preference that I never anticipated when first I studied vocal performance. American
English, too, has its unique challenges, the most prominent of these being the American
/r/. On words that included /r/, I had to be mindful about not dropping my soft palette or
shortening the vowel. If I did either of these things, it would lead to tuning issues, which
would be exacerbated because of the sparse accompaniment. With no way to anchor
myself to a tonal center, if I was not in the center of one pitch, it would throw off the
entire vocal line.
Jake Heggie
Born in 1961, Jake Heggie has become one of the most well-known American
composers of the 21st century. Early in his life, Heggie was trained as a classical pianist,
but his knowledge of classical repertoire outside the realm of piano music was very
limited. When Heggie first began composing at eleven, much of his influence came from
his knowledge of classical piano and love of American musical theater, specifically
music by Richard Rodgers, Oscar Hammerstein, George Gershwin, Leonard Bernstein,
and Stephen Sondheim (Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra 2017). Sondheim was so
influential that Heggie dedicated his opera Moby Dick to him (Heggie 2021).
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During his teenage years, Heggie began to study privately with composer Ernst
Bacon. When he attended college at UCLA, he worked with pianist Johana Harris and
composers Paul DesMarais, Roger Bourland, and David Raksi. Heggie has written eight
full operas so far, including Moby Dick, It’s A Wonderful Life, and Dead Man Walking
(Heggie 2021). In these operas, the influence of Leonard Bernstein, Stephen Sondheim,
and jazz are particularly noticeable. Heggie himself admitted that he knew a listener
could hear these inspirations in his music. Some listeners have also noted that his work
has elements reminiscent of Richard Wagner and Phillip Glass, but Heggie says that he
never actively drew inspiration from these sources (Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra
2017). In addition to operas, Heggie has written over five-hundred art songs, and several
one-act operas (Heggie 2021).
Of all the songs in my recital, songs from the cycle Of Gods and Cats are the most
playful. The cycle consists of two songs, “In the Beginning” and “Once Upon a
Universe.” “In the Beginning” tells its story from the perspective of a cat who is God.
The cat creates things that it finds pleasing, such as paper bags and milk. The song has
strong jazz influences, which was a challenge for me. I had little experience performing
jazz, and because of this, it was difficult for me to sing this in a classical style while not
sacrificing the hybrid nature of the song. When I made video recordings of myself during
practices, I looked stiff and awkward. When I would try to relax, I would add swing
rhythms where Heggie had not included them. For a time, it seemed that no matter what I
did, some part of the performance would always be lacking. Because of this, I had to
completely rethink how I was going to approach this piece.
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Although I did not realize it, when I first approached this piece, I was
subconsciously trying to make the song fit into either jazz or classical styles but never
both. It did not work because this song does not fit within the confines of traditional
classical or jazz styles. It has a set form and structure but a relaxed nature typically found
in smooth jazz. In order to figure out this song, I had to approach it as something
different. Because of this, I ended up spending far more time drilling notes and rhythms
than I had expected. Once I could trust that my intonation was locked into muscle
memory, I could embrace the jazz influences more authentically. This is what allowed me
to find the balance between maintaining a classical style and remaining true to the nature
of the song.
“Once Upon a Universe” was an unexpected challenge for me. When I first
listened to this song in the Spring of 2021, I immediately fell in love with it. Because my
themes were love, death, and nature, this felt like a lighthearted and fun way to end the
recital. It tells the story of what the universe would be like if God was a child at play.
When I began to delve into the piece, however, I quickly faced several challenges. While
this song sounds simple in an accomplished performance, producing an accomplished
performance was far from easy. There are deceptively difficult vocal leaps, melismatic
passages, time signature changes, and a G-sharp 5, which is the highest note I have ever
prepared for a solo public performance. In addition to technical challenges, I had to really
sell the character of this song. Because this was a comic piece, I had to work hard to
create a character that is funny but not cheesy. To deliver a comic piece well, a performer
must have the utmost confidence in their musical abilities, understanding of the music,
and the character they are portraying.
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When the technical aspects of the song are difficult, achieving confidence takes a
lot of time and work. For me, becoming confident in this song required a culmination of
everything that I had learned at Belmont. I had to navigate register shifts smoothly
without weighing down my voice in order to sing the melismatic passages that followed.
My diction needed to be exceptionally precise, or the audience would lose the story of the
piece. When I found myself stuck, I asked myself why Heggie would make the choices
he did. The piece is constantly in a state of rhythmical change. Heggie frequently shifts
between simple and compound meters. When analyzing the piece, I realized that these
meter shifts really help capture the spontaneity and varied nature of a child’s imagination.
In addition, Heggie also draws on aspects commonly associated with hymn tunes such as
using cadences on “Amen” to extend musical phrases (Example 4.1). The more I
understood the piece, the easier it became for me to find confidence.
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Example 4.1. Measures 78-87 of “Once Upon a Universe,” by Jake Heggie

In the final set of my recital, the themes of love, death, and nature are once again
examined, but in less obvious ways. The first song of this set, Aaron Copland’s “Why do
they shut me out of Heaven,” has clear connections with death, with its narrator standing
at the gates of heaven after being denied access. The connections that Jake Heggie’s Of
Gods and Cats has with love and nature are less obvious. In the song cycle, Jake Heggie
creates two reimaginings of God: God as a cat, and God as a child. With God as a cat,
instead of creating light, life, and nature, God creates milk, ear scratches, and paper bags.
With God as a little boy, nature is treated like a game that can be created and destroyed
over and over again. These are whimsical and playful songs that also showcase different
forms of love. “In the Beginning” focuses on aspects of life that cats love, such as milk
and paper bags. “Once Upon a Universe” shows the love a child has for creation and play
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while also showcasing the maternal love that God’s mother has for him. Jake Heggie
himself explains this best when he said,
No matter what else you may find in them, my songs are about love. They are
about the different kinds of love we experience in our lives: romantic, sexual,
desperate, maternal, paternal, fraternal, the love of a pet, the love of self, love of
God, love of nature– all the different facets, the different faces of love. (Heggie
1999)
Like the other three sets in my recital, therefore, the Copland and Heggie songs in this
final set center around themes of love, death, and nature.

Conclusion
As I write this conclusion, we are still living through unprecedented times. Covid19 is still with us while international and domestic politics are becoming increasingly
tense. As shown through the various chapters of my paper, however, the themes of love,
death, and nature are still relevant in modern society. Wars, geopolitical turmoil, disease,
and social unrest are constant throughout history, but so are the creation and performance
of art. As I prepare to perform my recital, I reflect both on the history of the pieces as
well as the history that surrounds my performance of them. The process of working on
and refining this project has been long and daunting. Assembling my program and
learning the repertoire was far from what I originally expected it to be. There were times
when I would find myself overwhelmed by the project and would discover challenges in
unexpected places. However, I also uncovered strengths I did not know I had.
What started as an innocuous list of sixteen songs has expanded into a
comprehensive program joined by the themes of love, death, and nature. These themes,
while not present in every piece, are a constant thread that help bind the program
together. In the Bellini set, these themes are explored through innocent love interacting
with nature, a mature love filled with yearning, and the heartbreak that comes with the
death of a loved one. Throughout Dvořák’s Zigeunermelodien, these themes are
examined in broader strokes, such as love of one’s family and culture, celebration of life
despite the inevitability of death, and the unique importance nature holds for the
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Romain’s nomadic lifestyle. The third set centers around darker or more mature
variations of these themes, such as sexual love and betrayal, the equality of death, and
nature’s aid in a desperate and futile quest. Juxtaposed with this is the fourth and lightest
set that examines these themes through heaven’s rejection of a lost soul and the
reimaginings of nature constructed by two unlikely gods creating what they love.
Different portrayals of love, death, and nature can be found throughout art and music
because they are universal experiences. Everything that is alive is part of nature and
engages with it in some way, everything that is alive will at some point die, and for all
that we do during life and beyond death, the most poignant of all is love.
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